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Introduction

Oscar Wilde’s The Canterville Ghostremains one of the most beloved short stories in the canon of Victorian

literature. While Wilde is often celebrated for his wit and flamboyant social commentary, the tale of a restless spirit

haunting an English manor and the American family who arrive to occupy it offers a masterclass in character

development and cultural clash. This article delves deep into the cast of characters that make the story memorable,

exploring their personalities, motivations, and the ways they interact with one another. Whether you’re a literature

student, a fan of Wilde’s work, or simply curious about the ghostly figures that haunt Canterville, you’ll find a

comprehensive guide here.

Background: The Tale and Its Setting

First published in 1887, The Canterville Ghostis set in the grand yet decaying Canterville Chase, an English

country house that has become the property of the American family, the Otises. The narrative unfolds through a

series of vignettes that juxtapose the ghost’s solemn attempts at haunting with the practical, often humorous

reactions of the Otises. Understanding the setting is key to appreciating how each character’s traits are highlighted

against the backdrop of Victorian social expectations and the burgeoning modernity of late 19th �century America.

Main Characters: A Breakdown

Sir Simon de Canterville (The Ghost)

Background and Role:Sir Simon, the spectral lord of Canterville Chase, was a nobleman who died in 1751 during

a duel. His ghost is bound to the estate by a curse that forces him to haunt the place until his soul finds peace.

Personality:Unlike many ghost stories where the specter is malevolent, Wilde’s Sir Simon is more tragic and

earnest. He is deeply remorseful for his past, especially for the way he treated his wife, and he is determined to

make amends by scaring the new occupants. Yet, he is also painfully out of touch with modern realities.

Key Moments:Sir Simon’s attempts to frighten the Otises—such as rattling chains, dropping portraits, and even

attempting to scare the family with his own “phantom” presence—are met with indifference or practical solutions.

His most poignant moment is when he finally confronts his guilt and decides to let go of the house, setting the

stage for his eventual release.

Impact on the Story:Sir Simon serves as the narrative’s moral compass. His journey from a tormented spirit to a

forgiving figure mirrors Wilde’s own critique of Victorian hypocrisy and the possibility of redemption.

Virginia Otis

Background and Role:Virginia is the eldest child of the Otise family and the first to arrive at Canterville Chase.

She is portrayed as an educated, cultured, and somewhat prim American girl who is eager to bring her family’s

sense of order to the estate.

Personality:Virginia embodies the Victorian ideal of a “lady” with a strong sense of propriety. She is meticulous,

polite, and quick to judge. She is also the most emotionally invested in the ghost’s plight, which sets her apart from



her family.

Key Moments:She is the first to notice the ghost’s presence and insists on a formal “exorcism” involving a séance.

Her interaction with Sir Simon is the most intimate, culminating in the ghost’s confession and the family’s eventual

acceptance of his presence.

Impact on the Story:Virginia’s empathy and willingness to confront the supernatural element provide a

counterbalance to her family’s pragmatic approaches, allowing readers to see the ghost’s humanity.

Sir Henry Otis

Background and Role:Sir Henry, the father of the Otises, is the quintessential American patriarch—practical,

business �savvy, and somewhat oblivious to the supernatural.

Personality:He is pragmatic and skeptical, often dismissing the ghost’s attempts as mere theatrics. Sir Henry’s

primary concern is the family’s safety and the successful management of the estate.

Key Moments:He is the one who hires the “Ghostbuster” and later, the “Cannon,” to handle the haunting. His

practical solutions to the ghost’s mischief—such as replacing the haunted portrait with a modern one—show his

commitment to progress.

Impact on the Story:Sir Henry’s character illustrates the clash between American pragmatism and European

tradition, a recurring theme in Wilde’s story.

Mrs. Havers (The Housekeeper)

Background and Role:Mrs. Havers is the loyal housekeeper of Canterville Chase, responsible for maintaining the

estate’s daily operations.

Personality:She is efficient, practical, and somewhat skeptical of the ghost’s claims. Mrs. Havers is often the voice

of reason, advising the Otises on how to handle the supernatural occurrences.

Key Moments:She is the one who first informs the family about the ghost’s history, and she provides the practical

solutions that prevent the ghost from causing harm.

Impact on the Story:Mrs. Havers bridges the gap between the old world and the new, offering a grounded

perspective on the ghost’s haunting.

Betsy Otis

Background and Role:Betsy is the youngest daughter of the Otises, a precocious and imaginative child who is

fascinated by the ghostly tales.

Personality:Betsy’s curiosity and innocence make her an essential catalyst in the story. She is not afraid of the

supernatural and often encourages her family to confront it directly.

Key Moments:She is the one who first interacts with Sir Simon in a playful manner, leading to a pivotal moment

where the ghost’s fear is finally quelled.

Impact on the Story:Betsy’s character demonstrates how innocence and open-mindedness can lead to empathy,

even in the face of the unknown.

Mrs. Otis (The Mother)

Background and Role:Mrs. Otis is the matriarch who seeks to keep the family together and maintain a sense of

normalcy in the strange new environment.



Personality:She is nurturing, practical, and somewhat cautious. Mrs. Otis is the emotional glue that holds the

family together, especially when they encounter the ghost’s mischief.

Key Moments:She organizes the family’s efforts to manage the ghost’s antics and is the one who ultimately

decides to leave the house when it becomes too chaotic.

Impact on the Story:Mrs. Otis embodies the domestic sphere, showing how family dynamics influence the

acceptance or rejection of the supernatural.

Mr. and Mrs. Otis’s Servants

Background and Role:The servants, including the butler and the cook, play a supporting role but are crucial in

highlighting the practical side of the haunting.

Personality: They are efficient, practical, and often the first responders to any ghostly activity.

Key Moments:Their attempts to maintain order during the ghost’s mischief—such as moving furniture or securing

the house—show the everyday reality of living with a supernatural presence.

Impact on the Story:The servants emphasize the divide between the supernatural and the mundane, providing a

realistic counterpoint to the ghost’s theatrical antics.

Secondary Characters: Minor but Meaningful

Sir Simon’s Wife (Unnamed)

Although she never appears in the story, her memory is a central element of Sir Simon’s haunting. Her absence

fuels his guilt and drives his attempts to scare the new occupants.

Mr. and Mrs. Havers’ Friends

They serve as a backdrop, providing context to the social environment of Canterville Chase. Their reactions to the

ghost highlight the differences in perception between the old and new generations.

Character Interactions and Thematic Significance

The dynamics between the characters in The Canterville Ghostare not just for narrative interest; they are the

vehicle through which Wilde explores several themes:

•  Tradition vs. Modernity: Sir Henry and Sir Simon represent the clash between American pragmatism and 

European tradition. The ghost’s outdated methods of haunting contrast sharply with the Otises’ modern solutions.

•  Redemption and Forgiveness: Sir Simon’s journey toward absolution, aided by Virginia’s compassion, 

underscores the possibility of redemption even for the most tormented souls.

•  Family and Community: Mrs. Otis, the servants, and the Otises’ children all illustrate how communal effort can 

mitigate fear and uncertainty.

•  Perception of the Supernatural: The varied reactions—from Mrs. Havers’ skepticism to Betsy’s curiosity—

highlight how personal beliefs shape one’s experience of the supernatural.

Oscar Wilde’s Use of Character to Satirize Victorian Society

Wilde’s characters are more than mere caricatures; they are carefully crafted to satirize the hypocrisy and rigidity of

Victorian society. For instance:

1.  Sir Simon’s “Spectacular” Tactics: His attempts at frightening the family with rattling chains and dropping 



portraits mirror the exaggerated theatrics of Victorian moralists who believed in controlling society through fear.

2.  The Otises’ Practicality: Their dismissive attitudes toward the ghost’s antics serve as a critique of the 

American focus on efficiency and progress, which often disregards tradition and emotion.

3.  Mrs. Havers’ Pragmatism: She embodies the “realistic” middle class, providing a voice that balances the 

extremes of the ghost’s melodrama and the Otises’ indifference.

Character Development Techniques Used by Wilde

Wilde’s skillful use of dialogue, setting, and internal monologue helps bring each character to life:

•  Dialogue: Wilde uses witty repartee, especially between Sir Simon and Virginia, to expose underlying 

motivations and to create humor.

•  Setting: The decaying grandeur of Canterville Chase reflects Sir Simon’s own decline, while the Otises’ 

modern furnishings symbolize progress.

•  Internal Monologue: Sir Simon’s introspective moments—particularly his reflections on his past mistakes—

allow readers to empathize with his plight.

How the Characters Influence the Story’s Resolution

Each character’s actions ultimately lead to the story’s resolution—Sir Simon’s release from the curse. The Otises’

practical solutions, Virginia’s compassion, and the servants’ steady support all create an environment where the

ghost can confront his past and finally find peace.

Virginia’s Empathy

By listening to Sir Simon’s confession, Virginia breaks the cycle of fear and fearlessness that has trapped the ghost

for centuries.

Sir Henry’s Pragmatic Acceptance

Sir Henry’s decision to let the ghost stay, despite the inconveniences, demonstrates an acceptance of the past and

a willingness to coexist with history.

Mrs. Havers’ Guidance

Her practical advice ensures that the family’s actions are measured, preventing the ghost’s attempts from becoming

dangerous.
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